Batteries that pollute environment

Mercury batteries are popular because voltage remains stable even if the battery has been partially drained but they pose a serious threat to environment
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Battery-powered gadgets from cameras to toys have become an important feature of modern life but cheap and substandard mercury batteries available in the markets pose a serious threat to environment as these batteries are banned in the United States and some European countries due to environmental safety.

The mercury is the real problem, standard batteries are required to have mercury below 0.28ppm-level (part per million), a universal standard. But some batteries have mercury higher than 1ppm, which is over 300 times higher than the safety level according to survey conducted by TNS.

Referring to hazardous affects of the substandard battery, a Punjab University's senior professor M Jamil said, "One substandard battery can pollute 600 tonnes of water or one square meter of land."

Some advantages make the mercury batteries popular because the voltage remains stable even if the battery has been partially drained and although some countries announced the discontinuation of mercury batteries due to European safety laws, some Asian and South Asian countries are still manufacturing mercury batteries and there is a need to evolve strategy to create awareness among masses about their alternatives and replacements available in markets.

Presenting solution to the problem, Dr Noor Ahmad, a consultant in private sector, said zinc-air batteries are environmental friendly because their ability of having exact voltage and stable output can be matched with mercury batteries. He said proper awareness and coordinated efforts of all departments in this regard is the solution to the problem.

"Reduction in the amount of mercury in batteries will minimise the risk of drinking water contamination," said Ahmad Manzoor, a retired professor. Prof Ahmad said rechargeable batteries are another solution, as most of the batteries in the country are not rechargeable so spent or dead batteries go to garbage.

"This practice causes concern because most batteries contain toxic metals such as mercury, cadmium and nickel and after a passage of time land absorbs these metals and they become part of human food chain," he said.

Describing fatal affects of the metal, Dr Imran at Mayo Hospital said increased quantity of mercury or long-term exposure impairs functionality of kidneys, liver and eventually brain, thus killing a human being. Ever increasing use of batteries and absence of facility of recycling in the country make the situation even grimmer.

According to US Environment Protection Agency, Americans use more than two billion batteries a year to power radios, clocks, toys, computers and other home electronics whereas over 13 billion batteries are produced and sold in other parts of the world. Recycling batteries is another way to keep them out of your garbage.

"In this process, spent or dead batteries are broken apart, and the lead, plastic and acid are separated. The lead after some process can be used in new batteries. The plastic is chipped, washed and delivered to a plastics plant, where it is melted and made into item of low quality," an expert Dr Shahzaib said. Very few shopkeeper have information about the hazardous affects of substandard batteries on environment.

"I only know that new brands especially from China are not dependable as they (batteries) sometime cause serious damage to the electronic gadgets and I inform my clients about quality products but the decision rests with them," said Saleem Bhai, a shopkeeper at Anarkali.

Another way of reducing mercury is to change consumer habits and prodding them to use rechargeable batteries.

"But we do not have any information about batteries. It is shopkeepers who guide us about the item and normally it is the price which determines the quality of the product if we have some information people would follow the instructions in purchasing an environment-friendly battery," said Majid Butt, a consumer at Anarkali.

He said people are more attentive to environment and other issues as compared to in the past, so media should launch a comprehensive campaign to create awareness among masses.

